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Entstehungszeit der Matthäus-Passion trennen, stört die ästhetische Kontemplation keines-
wegs, sondern bildet einen Teil von ihr.«20 Kann man aber das Wesen der Musik in der
Kontinuität des Geschichtlichen überhaupt noch finden? Schwächen die Gedanken über
Ereignis und Wandel der Musik in der Vergangenheit die Erfahrung der Musik dermaßen
ab, dass es nicht mehr möglich ist, die offizielle Musikwissenschaft als eine fähige kritische
Instanz in der allgemeinen Öffentlichkeit zu betrachten? In der Blütezeit Hegels waren
Goethe und Mendelssohn natürlich nicht bereit, sich solche ketzerischen Fragen zu stellen.
Bei Wagner dagegen finden wir eine große Skepsis der akademischen Musikgeschichts-
schreibung gegenüber, die zwar in ihrer ideologischen Überfrachtung kompromittiert ist,
aber mit ihren idiosynkratischen und zerstreuten quasi-philosophischen (aber auch nicht
gerade hegelschen) Ideen über verschiedenartige Zeiterlebnisse an den Kern von Musik und
Musikgeschichte und deren Kontinuität und Wandel gelangen könnte.
Karol Berger (Stanford, CA)
Time’s Arrow and the Advent of Musical Modernity*
It was one of the effects of Scott Burnham’s book, Beethoven Hero 1, to have reminded us
to what extent the expectations and values of all those brought up in the European art
music tradition continue to be informed by the assumptions derived from the key works of
Beethoven’s heroic style, not the least among them the 5th Symphony. The particular as-
sumption I am interested in here, however, goes beyond the confines of the heroic style and
underlies virtually all of the classical Viennese instrumental repertory, the repertory which
for Ernst Thoedor Amadeus Hoffmann was the paradigm of musical modernity. The assump-
tion is, simply, that in music the temporal order in which the events occur always matters.
There can be little doubt that it does indeed matter in the Viennese sonata-genres. The
disposition of events in a sonata (or a string quartet, a symphony, a concerto), the temporal
order in which they appear, is of the essence: to tamper with it is to drastically change, or
destroy, the meaning of the work. The reason for this is, most generally, that in the music
of this kind the temporal position of an event is an essential component of the event’s
meaning. The temporal positions of the main and second subjects, or of the exposition and
recapitulation, cannot be swapped at will. If one is to experience such works with under-
standing, one has to register, however dimly, that the material being developed has been
20 Carl Dahlhaus, Grundlagen der Musikgeschichte, Köln 1977, S. 15.
* A complete version of this paper appears in: Karol Berger and Anthony Newcomb (eds.), Music and
the Aesthetics of Modernity: Essays, Cambridge, MA 2005. Reprinted by permission.
1 Scott Burnham, Beethoven Hero, Princeton, NY 1995.
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exposed earlier, or that what is being now recapitulated has already been heard in some
form before. The interpolation of the Scherzo material in the Finale of the 5th Symphony
does not make much sense unless one is aware of it having made an earlier appearance.
This much is obvious. What is less obvious is that not all music works this way. I take it
to be the main virtue of Laurence Dreyfus’s illuminating book, Bach and the Patterns of In-
vention2, to have demonstrated this particular point on a whole range of Bach’s instrument-
al genres. Whether he composed a two-part invention, a fugue, or a concerto movement,
what mattered to Bach first and foremost, Dreyfus repeatedly and persuasively shows, was
the finding of a melodic-contrapuntal-harmonic material capable of interesting transforma-
tions, and figuring out what these transformations were. The ›invention‹ of a piece, in the
terminology Dreyfus borrows from the rhetoric, was precisely the sum total of the material
and its transformations. Since all of these could not be presented at once in actual, sound-
ing music, they had to be somehow ordered in time, one after another. But this temporal
›disposition‹ was a matter of relative indifference: one found a suitable order in full aware-
ness that other arrangements might do equally well. The central interest, for the composer,
performer, and listener alike, lay not in the disposition, but in the invention. (And, I might
add, it was the invention that required most talent, skill, and ingenuity; the disposition
was a fairly easy matter by comparison.)
Take any fugue. A typical Bach fugue is the product of three distinct operations. First,
one needs to invent the subject and perhaps a countersubject and figure out what can be done
with them contrapuntally; that is, one needs to produce the essential components of the
exposition and a set of demonstrations. Second, one needs to decide upon a logical tonal
framework or plan for the piece. And third, one needs to fit the exposition and the demon-
strations into this framework, which may force one to transpose some of the demonstra-
tions and to inflect chromatically some notes within them. The first and second operations
can be performed in any order one wishes: none is logically prior, that is, none presupposes
the other. The third operation, obviously, has to follow the other two. But the logical parity
of the first two operations does not mean that they have equal weight in the process of
composition, nor that they are equally important to the listening and understanding of the
fugue. A rather basic level of musical literacy suffices for anyone who wants to devise inte-
resting and elegant tonal plans. The invention of subjects and countersubjects capable of
many interesting and varied contrapuntal treatments requires an incomparably higher level
of skill and imagination. And what is true for the composer is also true for anyone who wants
to understand the work. For the listener, the focus of interest in a fugue is on the subject
and what is being done with it contrapuntally. A logical tonal plan into which the succeed-
ing demonstrations are fitted is rather taken for granted and hardly registered at all.
In short, what truly matters in a fugue is our first operation: the invention of the subject
and its contrapuntal treatment in a series of demonstrations. The second and third opera-
tions, the devising of a tonal plan and the disposition of the demonstrations in a series that
fits the plan, are of less importance. Now, the crucial difference between the results of the
›invention‹ and those of the ›disposition‹ is that the latter are essentially temporal, while
2 Laurence Dreyfus, Bach and the Patterns of Invention, Cambridge, MA 1996.
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the former are not. In a tonal plan, temporality is of the essence: the temporal order in
which the stable and unstable tonal areas, keys, and chords follow one another matters and
cannot be disregarded. It is not so with the demonstrations. They have to be presented in
some temporal order, of course, but there is nothing essential or necessary about any specif-
ic order chosen for presenting them, apart from the tonal plan. They are a temporally un-
ordered set. The fugue is a genre in which the atemporal and temporal layers are combined,
but it is the atemporal one that focuses the attention of the composer, player, and listener.
My claim, now, is that within the next half century this order of priorities will be revers-
ed. For the Viennese classics, the temporal disposition of the events will be of the essence.
To realize how profound a change this is, try a simple thought experiment. When one listens
with understanding to a sonata movement by Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven, one is always
aware where within the movement one is, what has happened since the beginning, and
what must still come before the movement can end. Most importantly, one can anticipate
the moment when the piece will end long in advance. This is not what happens when one
listens with understanding to a Bach fugue. One does not really care how much longer the
piece will go on. In fact, more often then not, Bach has to go out of his way to announce
the ending emphatically a few measures ahead, so that it does not come completely unex-
pected. Unlike in a sonata, in a fugue one is usually not aware of where within the piece one
is, and even when one becomes vaguely aware of where one is, this does not much matter,
because the understanding of what goes on at any given moment does not depend on such
an awareness (as it emphatically does in a sonata movement).
What I am suggesting, in short, is that in the later 18th century European art music began
to take the flow of time from the past to the future seriously. Until then, music was simply
›in time‹, it ›took time‹, its successive events had to be somehow arranged one after anoth-
er, but the distinction between past and future, between ›earlier‹ and ›later‹, did not much
matter to the way it was experienced and understood. From then on, music also made time’s
arrow, the experience of linear time, its essential subject matter. It could no longer be experi-
enced with understanding, unless one became aware of the temporal ordering of the events.
The subject of my talk is the relationship between the compositional and the aesthetic
change, or, more precisely, the correlation between the change in the compositional means
with the change in the aesthetic aims these means are designed to serve. Assuming then
that the compositional change just described really took place, our question now should be
what has changed in the 18th-century culture at large to account for such a fundamental
transformation of musical means.
In a 1949 book, The Myth of the Eternal Return3, Mircea Eliade argued that, for much of
the duration of human adventure, traditional societies lived in ›cosmos‹ rather than ›histo-
ry‹; that is, they embraced a circular rather than a linear conception of time. In these tradi-
tional societies, a profane action or object submerged in the incessant flow of time of the
real world could acquire a value and meaning only if it was related to something other than
itself, to something in another world, in a transcendent eternal sacred reality. Everything
of value and importance was originally revealed to humanity by gods. Human actions
3 Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, New York 1954.
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acquired meaning only in so far as they repeated these mythical models. And the effect of
such imitation of archetypes was the abolition of time. It suspended the profane time and
activated the sacred eternity.
The time of history is irreversible, its future always different from the past. It is the de-
vouring, destroying time, the bearer of change and death. Interest in, and positive evalua-
tion of, this sort of time as the product of individual and free creativity which brings forth
the new and unprecedented is a relatively recent phenomenon, and it defines modernity
with its vision of infinite, linear progress. Traditional societies did what they could to hold
such time at bay, abhorring the freedom and novelty of history and craving instead the im-
mortality, repetitiveness, and permanence of nature. Their time was not linear and irre-
versible, but cyclical, marked by periodic returns and repetitions.
Similar readings of what constitutes the difference between the modern and traditional
societies have been developed, independently of Eliade, by more recent historians. Here
are two particularly telling cases.
In a 1985 book, Le Désenchantement du monde4, Marcel Gauchet argues that modern so-
cial order differs radically from all previous ones on account of our attitude to time and
change. »Somewhere around 1700 the deepest-ever fracture in history occurred, namely,
the establishment of human becoming in a logic and mode diametrically opposite to what it
had been from time immemorial.«5 Where our ancestors aimed at securing their identity by
submitting to an inherited order and avoiding change, we, on the contrary, embrace change
and favor individual creation, including self-creation. The world no longer seems to us to
be unalterable; rather, it is something for us to make and remake. The passivity and static
dependency of our ancestors has been replaced by our dynamic, self-sufficient activism.
For Gauchet, no less than for Eliade, it is definitive of modernity that it embraces change
and abandons cyclical time for linear time.
The change of the shape of time with the advent of modernity is also the subject of an
important 1979 collection of essays by Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past.6 Between 1500
and 1800, Koselleck argues, a transformation occurred in the way in which Europeans
imagined the shape of historical time. In premodern European societies, the experience
of history was based on repeatability. The future held nothing truly novel, it was bound
to come back, in cyclical fashion, to a state known from the past. Modernity detached the
future from the past. Modernity, ›Neuzeit‹, was to be also ›neue Zeit‹. Time’s circle had
been straightened into an arrow, and that arrow traveled ever faster.
My claim, then, is that, just as this new experience and image of historical time emer-
ged, musicians too dropped the predominantly circular model of time in favor of a predomi-
nantly linear one: new musical means were adopted to realize new aesthetic aims, to project
European humanity’s new self-image. Once the transcendent divine has been brought
down to earth and made immanent in the historical march of mankind toward a utopian
4 Marcel Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World, Princeton 1997, transl. by Oscar Burge (orig. Le
Désenchantement du monde: une histoire politique de la religion, Paris 1985).
5 Gauchet, The Disenchantment of the World, p. 162.
6 Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past, Cambridge, MA 1985.
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future, those composers who were at all interested in such themes found ready means to
capture them in their musical narratives.
Mozart has shown how this might be done in the transition from the dark archaic mi-
nor to the bright modern major of the trial scene in The Magic Flute, and in the general
trajectory of the opera from darkness and confusion to light and clarity (a trajectory com-
monly read, from the early 1790s on, as a political allegory of the recent events in France).
Beethoven’s translation of such progressions into purely instrumental terms in his 5th Sym-
phony provided music with one of its most beloved ›archetypal plots‹ for more than a
century. It is only proper that the ›Fifth‹ served as the main focus of Hoffmann’s inter-
pretation of musical modernity. Whether confident, hesitant, or self-defeating, symphonic
narratives of this sort were simply not possible before the advent of musical modernity
with its emphasis on the experience of linear time.
Michael Obst (Weimar)
Kontinuität undWandel in der Komposition aus der
Sicht eines Komponisten
Als ich von Ulrich Konrad gebeten wurde, an diesem Roundtable teilzunehmen, war ich
zunächst etwas ratlos, inwieweit ein Beitrag von mir als lebendem Komponisten zu einem
solch grundlegenden Thema sinnvoll sein könnte. Wird hier doch zunächst einmal im
Sinne der Aufgabenstellung von größeren historischen Betrachtungen ausgegangen, die
eine Außensicht und Übersicht erforderlich machen. Als Aufgabe für einen Historiker ist
dies sicherlich lohnend, für einen Komponisten – wenn ihm nicht gerade die Bedeutung
eines epochebestimmenden Meisters zuerkannt wird – zunächst einmal gegenüber seiner
alltäglichen Arbeit eher von zweitrangiger Bedeutung. Wohl kaum ein Komponist gerade
meiner Generation macht sich Gedanken darüber, welche musikhistorische Bedeutung sein
Tun letztendlich haben wird, vielmehr hat er – von wenigen Ausnahmen abgesehen – da-
mit zu tun, wann er wie und wo die Gelegenheit einer Aufführung hat. Und das alles unter
dem Aspekt, dass er als ehrlicher Künstler den bisweilen schwierigen Spagat machen muss
zwischen dem, was sein eigentliches künstlerisches Anliegen ist, und dem, was der Musik-
markt, in diesem Falle der sehr enge und finanziell eher magerere der Neuen Musik, von
ihm verlangt. Auch meine singuläre Sicht der Dinge scheint zunächst als Beitrag zu diesem
Thema eher marginal, bin ich doch allenfalls ein kaum objektiver Beobachter der Szene
und der allgemeinen Entwicklung und dies weitgehend nebenbei, da mein Hauptanliegen
natürlich die Tätigkeit des Komponierens selbst ist.
Dennoch wurde ich von Laurenz Lütteken und Ulrich Konrad ermutigt, an dieser
Runde teilzunehmen, da es mir als Komponist natürlich nicht anders geht als allen meinen
